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INTERVIEW WITH LAUREN BEUKES  
Caitlin Stobie  
School of English  
University of Kent 
Canterbury, UK  
ces43@kent.ac.uk 
ABSTRACT  
Lauren Beukes is an award-winning, internationally best-selling South African author who has 
gained a reputation for crossing genres and styles. Born in Johannesburg, Beukes currently lives 
in Cape Town, where she writes novels, comics, screenplays, TV shows and journalism. Her latest 
novel, Broken monstersZRQ%HVW6XVSHQVH1RYHO LQWKH$PHULFDQ/LEUDU\$VVRFLDWLRQ¶V
Reading List and was recently recommended by George R.R. Martin on a list of nine books to 
read. Her previous novel, The shining girls, has won multiple awards, including the University of 
-RKDQQHVEXUJ3UL]HDQGWKH([FOXVLYH%RRNV%RRNVHOOHU¶V&KRLFH$ZDUGZoo City won the Arthur 
C. Clarke Award. I first met Beukes in early 2015 when she was doing research for her new novel 
at the National English Literary Museum in Grahamstown. The discussion in this interview focuses 
not on the ideas for her next project, but instead on the artistic motifs, philosophical issues and 
social themes that recur throughout her first four novels. This conversation was recorded on 13 
$XJXVWDQGWRRNSODFHDW%HXNHV¶VKRPHLQ7DPERHUVNORRI&DSH7RZQ 
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*CES : Caitlin E. Stobie; LB: Lauren Beukes. 
 
CES: Artwork comes up a lot in your work, especially in Moxyland and in Broken monsters. Are there 
any particular artists who inform your creative process, or who inform those particular artworks, like 
Woof & tweet?  
 
/%,¶YHDFWXDOO\ZULWWHQDQDUWVWRU\ZKLFKLVDYDLODEOHIUHHRQOLQH,W¶VFDOOHG³8QDWKL%DWWOHVWKHEODFN
KDLUEDOOV´ZKLFKLVRIFRXUVHDULIIRQYoshimi battles the pink robots. It is about art monsters, and it is 
7DNDVKL0XUDNDPL¶VDUWYHUVXV+DUXNL0XUDNDPL'DPLHQ+LUVWJHWVDPHQWLRQDVZHOO 
 
I was in London a few years ago ± I think it was at the time of the Arthur C. Clarke award, actually ± 
and there was a Damien Hirst exhibition on which I went to see. It was stupid. It was a skinned sheep, 
VFUHDPLQJRQWKHWRLOHWZLWKDK\SRGHUPLFQHHGOHLQLWVDUP,WZDVDURWWLQJFRZ¶VKHDGDQGPDJJRWV
and they would turn into flies, and then into fly-paper. It was this whole circle-of-life thing. Really? 
 
,¶GMXVWVHHQWKHStrandbeests the day before; Theo Jansen had been demonstrating one live in Trafalgar 
Square. It was just the most remarkable thing. He talks about it as being an animal that lives on the 
beaches in the NetherlaQGVDQGLWHYROYHV+HGRHVQ¶WPHDQLWHYROYHVKHPHDQVKHOHDUQVKRZWKH\
work and what he needs to do to adapt to the environment. But they do roam free, and the one sucks up 
air all the time, and if it hits the water and sucks up water, it changes dirHFWLRQ%XWLW¶VFRPSOHWHO\
binary ± WKHUH¶VQREUDLQ WKHUH¶VQRFKLS7KH\KDUYHVW WKHZLQGDQGWKH\¶UHWKHVHJLJDQWLF WKLQJV
7KH\¶UHPDJQLILFHQWDQGEHDXWLIXODQGDJDLQMXVWVXUSULVLQJDQGLQWHUHVWLQJDQGVD\VRPHWKLQJDERXW
life. 
 
James Webb does some very interesting audio installations, which I think I was influenced by. After I 
wrote MoxylandVRPHERG\WROGPHDERXW5DOSK%RUODQG¶VDUWZRUN+HGLGWKHVHEHDXWLIXOVKDUNVRQ
the foreshore that move in the wind, and they make sound as they move. The\¶UHOLNHVNHOHWDOVKDUNV± 
WKH\¶UHJKRVWVKDUNVRQWKHIRUHVKRUHEHFDXVHWKDWXVHGWREHXQGHUZDWHU,W¶VVXFKDPD]LQJDUWNLQG
of reflecting history ± and a big theme in my books is how we are haunted by history, so that really 
spoke to me. I loved the ghost sharks so much. 
 
CE6<RX¶YHVDLGEHIRUHWKDW\RXULGHDVGHYHORSOLNHD3RODURLGLQ\RXr mind. Are there any cinematic 
LQIOXHQFHVWKDW\RXWKLQNRIZKHQ\RX¶UHZULWLQJ"$Q\VSHFLILFVW\OHVRUGLUHFWRUVWKDW\RXWKLQNRI" 
 
/%,GRQ¶WWKLQNWKDW,¶P trying to do this Christopher Nolan style. I do think very visually because I 
was in animation, and that caused me to think visually because some poor bastard had to draw the ideas. 
But I really like Christopher Nolan and I really like Guillermo del Toro, DQG$OIRQVR&XDUyQ,W¶VQRW
VRPXFKWKHVW\OHEHFDXVHVRPHGLUHFWRUVDUHRQO\VW\OH,WKLQN'DYLG)LQFKHULVRQO\VW\OH,GRQ¶W
think he has a lot of substance, whereas someone like Danny Boyle does darkness but also does heart 
really well. They are constant storytellers: they really know what they are doing, and they really care 
DERXWWKHVWRU\WKHLUVWRULHVDUHVXUSULVLQJDQGWKH\GRQ¶WJRZKHUH\RXDUHH[SHFWLQJWKHPWRJR<RX
ZDONDZD\WKLQNLQJ³2KP\*RGZKDWZDVWKDW"7KDWZDVDPD]LQJ´ 
 
1RW1RODQ¶VDark knight stuff, but Memento and Interstellar ± those were just incredible. Absolutely 
DPD]LQJ$QGVRFRROWKDWWKH\¶UHXVLQJSRSFXOWXUHDVDZD\RIH[SORULQJUHDOO\ELJLGHDV7KDWZDVD
huge blockbuster hit, but it was examining all these ideas about memory and loss and who we are and 
what it means to be alone in the world, and that was amazing ± looking at those big issues through the 
most compelling, surprising stories. 
 
CES: I recently came across a website for interactive fiction ± basically, a new-age Choose your own 
adventure. What do you think about that kind of genre? Is that the way fiction is heading?  
 
/%1R6WRU\WHOOLQJLVWKHROGHVWIRUPRIILFWLRQDQGLW¶VWKHROGHVWZD\RIEHLQJKXPDQDQGWKDW¶VQRW
going to change. The book is never going to die as a form. Ever. Yes, you can interact with storytelling. 
Videogames at the moment are so rich ± much richer than movies, actually. Those stories are fun, and 
LW¶VJUHDWWRVHHLQWHUDFWLYHVWRU\WHOOLQJKDSSHQLQJEXWLWXOWLPDWHO\ gets in the way of the story. It gets 
LQ WKH ZD\ RI \RX OLYLQJ WKURXJK VRPHRQH HOVH¶V H[SHULHQFH RI LQKDELWLQJ D VWRU\ 6R LW¶V IXQ DQG
JLPPLFN\DQG,¶PVXUHWKHUHDUHSHRSOHZKRKDYHSXOOHGRIIPDJQLILFHQWYHUVLRQVRIWKDWEXWLW¶VQHYHU
going to replace the book.  
 
CE6:KDWDERXWDQRWKHU³K\EULGIRUP´FUHDWLYHQRQ-ILFWLRQ"%RRNVVXFKDV+HOHQ0DFGRQDOG¶VH is 
for hawk RU5HEHFFD6ROQLW¶VA field guide to getting lost have received a lot of critical acclaim. As a 
former journalist, what are your feelings about that?  
 
/%$JDLQLW¶VEHDXWLIXOO\FUDIWHGVWRU\WHOOLQJ7KHIDFWWKDWLW¶VUHDOEXWDOVRVXUSULVLQJLV,WKLQNZKDW
FDUULHVLW7KHUH¶VDUHDOO\DPD]LQJERRNRIHVVD\VE\/HVOLH-DPLVRQFDOOHGThe empathy exams, which 
is just beautiful. Jonn\ 6WHLQEHUJ¶V ZRUN RQ The number WRR 7KH\¶UH UHPDUNDEOH SLHFHV WROG
narratively, that try to make sense of stories. They explore a lot about who we are, and convey a lot of 
big ideas. Storytelling is always sense-making, and good narrative journalism actually gets into that. 
And I think narrative journalism also makes ideas very personal. It makes these very big, dense issues 
which we struggle to deal with accessible, because you can see them from a subjective perspective. You 
can see what that means to a person and to a life. 
 
CES: Recurring from Zoo city to Broken monsters is the idea of free will.  
 
/%,W¶VDOVRLQThe shining girls.  
 
CES: Yes, it comes in there a lot. So, I was thinking about free will, determinism, and other 
philosophical concepts. And then, you recently retweeted an article saying that David Benatar 
influenced True detective and the character Rust Cohle. I remember speaking with you about True 
detective being released after The shining girls, and their uncanny similarities. Did David Benatar 
inspire you at all? More generally, do you read philosophers and try to bring philosophy into your 
fiction?  
 
/%1RLW¶VFRLQFLGHQWDO,GRQ¶WDFWXDOO\KDYHDSURSHUXQLYHUVLW\HGXFDWLRQDOWKRXJK,NLQGRIZLVK
,GLG3KLORVRSK\LVGHQVHUHDGLQJWKDW,VKRXOGEHGRLQJEXWWKDW,¶PQRWGRLQJRQP\RZQ 
 
When I went back to UCT at 25 and I was studying, it was amazing, but then I got bumped up to the 
0$LQ&UHDWLYH:ULWLQJ,DOVRZRXOGQ¶WKDYHFRSHGZLWKVWXG\LQJIXOO-WLPH,W¶VWKHRQHWKLQJ,
UHJUHW,GRQ¶WNQRZLI,ZRXOGEHKHUHZKHUH,DPQRZLI,KDGVWXGLHGIXOO-time, but I would have 
loved to study.  
 
I absorb a lot through observation, and through other reading. I study how philosophies shape culture 
and other writing. I absorb pop-culture philosophemes. 
 
CES: One thing that I noticed throughout all of your novels is that you come back to the ideas of 
social justice and HPSDWK\DQGKRZZHWUHDWRWKHUEHLQJVUHJDUGOHVVRIZKDWW\SHVRI³RWKHUV´WKH\
may be. In Broken monsters, you explore the idea of putting oneself imaginatively into another 
SHUVRQ¶VSRVLWLRQWKURXJK/D\ODZKHQVKH¶VDFWLQJ%XWDWWKHVDPHWLPH\RXKDve a sociopathic serial 
killer, which can be read as the inverse of that. When writing these characters, how did you 
imaginatively situate yourself to understand the inverse of empathy?  
 
LB: All of writing is taking a grain or seed of yourself and turning it into a tree. That becomes the 
FKDUDFWHU6R+DUSHULVWKHFROGF\QLFLVP+H¶VWKHPRPHQWZKHQ,ZDVDQGVRPHRQHKDGEURNHQ
into my car, smashed my back windscreen and stolen my speakers. And then I met a beggar the next 
GD\DQGKHVDLG³3OHDVHFDQ,KDYHVRPHPRQH\´$QG,UHSOLHG³1REHFDXVHP\VSHDNHUVJRW
VWROHQ´,ZDVH[WUDSRODWLQJDQGMXGJLQJDQGOXPSLQJHYHU\RQHWRJHWKHUDQGLWZDVDFRPSOHWHODFN
of empathy.  
 
Harper is also my dead cynicism. I am idealistic and cynical at the same timH+H¶VYHU\VHOI-centred 
DQGYHU\VHOILVKDQGKH¶VGHDOLQJZLWKKLVFRPSXOVLRQ6RZULWLQJWKHQRYHOLQYROYHGILQGLQJWKDW
stuff in me ± which made it even more repugnant to write ± and blowing that up really big.  
 
It also involved doing a lot of researFKLQWRUHDOVHULDONLOOHUVDQGZKDWWKH\¶UHDFWXDOO\OLNH+DUSHULV
a real serial killer; Clayton is something else entirely. Harper is empty, as real serial killers are.  
 
I was tweeting about this the other day: about the attack in Kenya, at the university, and how those 
PHQDUHQRWPRQVWHUVWKH\¶UHSDWKHWLFORVHUV%HFDXVHWKH\DUHVRDIUDLG± so afraid of women, and so 
DIUDLGRIHGXFDWLRQ:HVKRXOGODXJKDWWKHP<HVWKH\¶UHDZIXO<HVWKH\GRPRQVWURXVWKLQJV%XW
we should feel sorry for them, bHFDXVHWKH\¶UHOLWWOHSDWKHWLFMHUN-RIIV7KDWGRHVQ¶WPDNHZKDWWKH\
do less monstrous, but we have a terrible habit in our culture of revering evil, and putting it on a 
SHGHVWDODQGPDNLQJLWPRUHWKDQKXPDQ,W¶VQRW,W¶VWKHPRVWEDVLFKXPDQLQVWLQct. Well, 
VWRU\WHOOLQJLVWKHPRVWEDVLFEXWLWFRPHVULJKWDIWHUWKDW6H[DQGYLROHQFHWKDW¶VZKDWZHDUH6H[
and violence and storytelling. 
 
CE6:RXOG\RXVD\LW¶VSRVVLEOHWRHPSDWKLVHZLWKDVRFLRSDWK± or, rather, that we should try to?  
 
LB: Well, there was a moment when I felt sorry for Harper, when he realised that he was trapped in a 
FLUFOHDQGWKDWKHFRXOGQ¶WEUHDNRXWRILW+HZDVWU\LQJWREUHDNRXWRILWDQG,GLGIHHODELWVRUU\IRU
him then. But, you know, that is the nature of serial killers: they are stuck in their compulsions, and it 
LVDQDGGLFWLYHEHKDYLRXUEHFDXVHWKH\¶UHVREURNHQ,GRIHHOHPSDWK\IRUEURNHQPDVFXOLQLW\DQG
broken men, which is what Clayton and Jonno are.  
 
CE6-RQQRLVLQWHUHVWLQJEHFDXVHKH¶VOLNH WKHRQOLQHHYHU\PDQ,WKLQNKH¶VWKHVFDULHVWH[DPSOHRI
the three, because one can relate so easily to his feeling of wanting to be liked. 
 
LB: Oh, absolutely. He is very interesting, and he possesses empathy, and then he slides. Harper is a 
classic serLDONLOOHUDQG,GRQ¶WZDQWWRFRPSDUHKLPWR&OD\WRQDQG-RQQR± but Clayton and Jonno 
both want to be seen. I read an interesting article recently about a prison counsellor, who was talking 
about every time he or she has seen where violence comes from. They said it comes from humiliation. 
I think that is obviously the broadest possible definition, but there is a sense of powerlessness, which 
is where serial killers come from. I think that is why we see a lot of anti-feminist rhetoric on the 
whole, because men are feeling threatened. Well, some men. Not all men. 
 
CES: Hashtag.  
 
LB: [Laughs] Those men possess fractured masculinity. Jonno and Clayton both have that, and they 
DOVRGHVSHUDWHO\ZDQWWREHVHHQ$QGWKDW¶VDOVRVRPHWKLQJZHDOOKDYHLQFRPPRQWe want to be 
seen; we want to be recognised as human. Social media offers us that affirmation through the likes; 
LW¶VDOODERXWWKHH\HEDOOV,W¶VDERXWZKRLVVHHQDQGZKRLVQ¶WZKRVHDUWLVHOHYDWHGDQGZKRVHLVQ¶W
how you play the game ± you know, thHWDOHQWGRHVQ¶WQHFHVVDULO\PDWWHU$QGRIFRXUVH/D\ODKDV
that to a certain extent as well, but in a different way. 
 
Empathy is central to my work, and compassion, and kindness. But also, those qualities come from 
LPDJLQDWLRQ7KDW¶VZK\,WKLQNLW¶Vso critically important that we do write the other ± that we write 
HDFKRWKHU,VKRXOGVD\,WKLQN³WKHRWKHU´LVDZHLUGFRQVWUXFW 
 
CES: How so? 
 
/%,W¶VLPPHGLDWHO\DOLHQDWLQJ³7KHRWKHU´<RXNQRZ,WKLQN³HDFKRWKHU´LVDGLIIHUHQWWKLQJ
:KDW¶Vweird is that people have no problem writing a serial killer, but if you write outside your race, 
LQSDUWLFXODUSHRSOHDUHIULJKWHQHGWRGRLW7KDW¶VSUREDEO\EHFDXVHRIRXWUDJHFXOWXUHEXWDOVR
people get it horribly wrong ± like male science fiction or fantasy writers who write terrible female 
FKDUDFWHUV$QGQRWHYHQZLWKLQDJHQUH\RXGRILQGPDOHZULWHUVZKRFDQ¶WLPDJLQHDZRPDQ7KDW¶V
DIDLOXUHRIWKHLPDJLQDWLRQDQGWKDW¶VZK\ILFWLRQLVVRLPSRUWDQWBroken monsters is about the doors 
in our KHDGVDQGILFWLRQLVDGRRULQWRRWKHUSHRSOH¶VKHDGV 
 
CES: There are configurations of the animal throughout all your texts: how they interact with the 
human, how they are valued in comparison to the human. For example, in Broken monsters there is 
the assumption that the first murder is racially motivated, because of the gluing together of a black 
body and an animal, and that level of degradation. How can an author use animals in order to 
comment on the human condition, or human prejudices?  
 
LB: I didn¶WWKLQNDERXWXQWLO,LQWHUYLHZHGD'HWURLWKRPLFLGHGHWHFWLYHDQGDVNHGLI,FRXOGZDONKLP
WKURXJKWKHFDVH,WZDVDPD]LQJLWZDVUHDOO\FRRO6R,VDLG³/LVWHQWKLVLVWKHILUVWERG\´$QGWKHQ
KHVDLG³,¶PJRLQJWRORRNDWZKHWKHULW¶VUDFLDOO\PRWLYDWHG´,KDGQ¶WWKRXJKWRIWKDWEXWLWZDVDQ
obvious motive. Obviously!  
 
:HUHGXFHSHRSOHWRDQLPDOVZKHQZHVD\WKLQJVOLNH³2KFULPLQDOVDUHVXFKDQLPDOV´$QG,WKLQN
that that is exactly where Zoo city came from. I was having those dinner party conversations where we 
DOOHQGXSWDONLQJDERXWFULPHDQGKRZ³7KRVHDQLPDOVEURNHLQDQGWKH\GLGWKLVDQGWKH\GLGWKDW´
That becomes racist rhetoric as well.  
 
CES: And a lack of empathy, again. 
 
LB: Exactly. All these ways of removing humanity (through making people animals or monsters) ± 
ZH¶UHQRWDQ\RIWKRVHWKLQJV:H¶UHDEVROXWHO\KXPDQ,¶PVXUH\RXSLFNHGXSDVZHOORQORRNLQJ
LQWR1LHW]VFKH¶VDE\VV7KHZRUVWWKLQJWKDWZH¶UHJRLQJWRILQGORRNLQJEack is us, and everything 
ZH¶UHFDSDEOHRILQWKHZRUOG7KHJRRGDQGWKHHYLO7KHUHDUHQRPRQVWHUVLW¶VMXVWXV$QGZHKDYH
WROLYHZLWKWKDW$QGWKDW¶VHYHQZRUVH,WZRXOGEHORYHO\LIWKHUHZHUHQDVW\VXSHUQDWXUDOPRQVWHUV
who possessed people, anGWKHGHYLOGLGPDNH\RXGRLW%XWLW¶VQRW,W¶VDIDLOXUHRIVRFLHW\ 
 
7KDW¶VQRWWRVD\VRPHSHRSOHDUHQRWPRUHEURNHQWKDQRWKHUVRUKDYHSV\FKRVHV,¶PYHU\LQWHUHVWHG
LQHSLJHQHWLFVRIZKLFK,RQO\KDYHDOD\SHUVRQ¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJ,¶PVXUHWKDt would irritate real 
geneticists.) So, I arrived at the idea that some genes can be turned on and off through experience. If 
they starved pregnant mice, for example, their offspring would be more likely to be obese, because 
starving the mothers literally WXUQVRQWKH³JRUJH´JHQH&RPSOHWHO\FRPSOHWHO\OD\PDQ7KH\WDON
DERXWWKLVLQWHUPVRIF\FOHVRISRYHUW\DQGYLROHQFH,I\RXGRQ¶WUHFHLYHDIIHFWLRQDVDFKLOGWKH
ability to be affectionate is not turned on. That leads to circles, and is how we can have circles of 
poverty and circles of violence, abuse and abandonment.  
 
,WKLQNZH¶UHDWVXFKDQLQWHUHVWLQJSRLQWRIKLVWRU\ULJKWQRZZKHUHLWIHHOVOLNHKLVWRU\¶VJKRVWVKDYH
FRPHEDFNIURP5KRGHV0XVW)DOOWR)HUJXVRQWRWKHLPPLJUDQWVLQ&DODLV<RXFDQ¶WJORVVLWRYHU
DQGLW¶VQRWDQFLHQWKLVWRU\EHFDXVHWKRVHZRXQGV are still here.  
 
CE6,¶PVRJODG\RXPHQWLRQHG5KRGHV0XVW)DOO$VDIRUPHUVWXGHQWRI8&7ZKDWDUH\RXU
thoughts on the current discussions about decolonisation and transformation?  
 
LB: What is ridiculous to me is the people who have never cared about Rhodes up until today ± who 
GLGQ¶WZDONXQGHUWKHVWDWXHDQGIHHOZDUPWKLQWKHLUKHDUWVIRUWKLVJUHDWPDQZKRGLGVXFKJUHDW
WKLQJV+HKDVOLWHUDOO\PHDQWQRWKLQJWRWKHPXQWLOQRZDQGQRZWKH\¶UHVXGGHQO\FRQFHUQHGDERXW
³2KQREXWLW¶VRXUFXOWXUH´,WZDVQ¶W\HVWHUGD\7KH\GLGQ¶WHYHQQRWLFHWKDWVWDWXH:RXOGWKH\
have even been able to identify it? And people cling onto this thing, like they want to protect this 
FXOWXUHWKDWWKH\¶YHQHYHUDFWXDOO\KDGDFDUHIRUXQWLOQRZEXWIRUWKHSHRSOHon the other side, it is a 
wound. It is a living wound which still exists today. If you go to the Cape Flats, if you go anywhere, 
that wound is raw. 
 
Those people are saying that their non-existent (until yesterday) sentimental attachment to a statue is 
more important than recognising the horror of history, and the reality of history, and what it meant. 
,W¶VFUD]\,W¶VVREOLQNHUHGDQGVRVKRUW-sighted. So I think that we absolutely need to pull down the 
statues.  
 
Not that I wish to forget history entirely. I do think we need to recognise our heroes ± like Ruth First. 
There are wonderful people who did fundamentally good things. This also ties into this whole 
:RPHQ¶V0RQWKDZIXOQHVV$V+HOHQ0RIIHWWVDLGLW¶VEHFRPHWKHZRUVWPDVK-up between 
9DOHQWLQH¶V'D\DQG0RWKHU¶V'D\,W¶VSLQNDQGLW¶VIOXII\,WZDVIXQGDPHQWDOO\DERXWLQFUHGLEO\
strong, powerful women who took a stand, but women are notoriously side-lined by history, 
especially in activist roles.  
 
When I was doing research on my book Maverick, which is being re-released in October or November 
[2015], I was doing research on Helen Joseph and Lilian Ngoyi. Helen Joseph wrote three books and 
lots of articles. Lilian Ngoyi was known as the Roaring Lioness, and she gave many speeches, but no 
one ever ZURWHWKHPGRZQ,JRWKROGRIWKH$1&:RPHQ¶V/HDJXH7KH\SXWPHLQWRXFKZLWKKHU
daughter, whose name was Memory Ngoyi, which I thought was very promising, but it was very 
GLIILFXOWWRJHWLQIRUPDWLRQRXWRIKHU,W¶VORVWRXUKLVWRU\LVORVW 
 
It was amazing doing research on The shining girls, because I read a lot of stuff by Studs Terkel, 
which is still around. He did all these interviews back in the thirties and the forties with ordinary 
people, like shop assistants and women working on the shipyaUGV7KHUH¶VVRPXFKGRFXPHQWDWLRQ
$QGRUGLQDU\SHRSOH¶VYRLFHV:HGRQ¶WKDYHWKDWKHUH:HKDYHORVWVRPXFKRIWKDWPDWHULDO$OO
that I want us to have is a This American life, you know, This South African life, to have ordinary 
stories and real peoplHDQGWRGRFXPHQWWKDWVWXIIEHFDXVHLW¶VJRQH:HKDYHDJHQHUDWLRQRIDFWLYLVWV
G\LQJRXWDQGLW¶VMXVWWHUULI\LQJ6WRELH³7KHUHDUHQRPRQVWHUVLW¶VMXVWXV´ 
 
CE6,W¶VLQWHUHVWLQJWKDW\RXPHQWLRQ:RPHQ¶V'D\DIWHU5KRGHV0XVW)DOO$ORWRIZRmen felt 
oppressed by the kind of rhetoric that was being used in RMF, and the way that people were treating 
WKHVSDFH,WDIIHFWHGTXHHUSHRSOHWRRQRZWKHUH¶VEHHQDEUDQFK-off from the Rhodes Must Fall 
PRYHPHQWFDOOHGWKH4XHHU5HYROXWLRQ,W¶VLQWHUHsting how something that should be very 
intersectional is perceived not to be. I get the sense from your novels that you are very much a 
proponent of intersectional feminism. Could you define your feminism? 
 
LB: I think it is about being a decent human being. It is about the freedom of choice ± we all should 
KDYHIUHHGRPRIFKRLFHLQRXUOLYHV,I\RXZDQWWRJHWDERREMREWKDW¶VILQHLI\RXZDQWWRZHDUD
EXUNKDWKDW¶VILQH,W¶V\RXUFKRLFH:HKDYHQRULJKWWRWHOORWKHUZRPHQZKDWWRGR:HFDQSRLQt 
out to them that you wear high heels because of historical reasons, and there are these medical effects, 
EXWLW¶VVWLOOWKHLUFKRLFH± or my choice, because I do wear heels.  
 
None of my characters get into fistfights. None of them are kicking ass and punching bad guys. Zinzi 
JHWVWKUHDWHQHGZLWKDVFUHZGULYHUDQGUXQVDZD\=RUDGRHVSXQFK+DUSHUDQGEUHDNKLVMDZEXWLW¶V
QRWXQUHDOLVWLF6KHGRHVQ¶WRYHUSRZHUKLP,VSHFLILFDOO\WU\WRDYRLGWKDWDQG,WKLQNP\ZRPHQDUH
interesting for who they are, as opposed to what they can do, or how much ass they can kick in high 
heels and leather. 
 
All the different ways of being a feminist are bullshit. It fundamentally comes down to choice, 
IUHHGRPRIFKRLFH$QGWKDW¶VFRPSOHWHO\DFURVVWKHERDUGZLWKHYHU\Rne.  
 
CES: It goes back to that idea of free will, again.  
 
LB: Absolutely. Of course, philosophers tell me free will does not exist. I did it in first-year 
SKLORVRSK\ZKHQ,ZDVDW8&7DQG,ZDVH[SODLQLQJWRP\SDUWQHUDWWKHWLPH,VDLG³2ND\WKHse 
DUHWKHVHYHQUHDVRQVZK\ZHGRQ¶WKDYHIUHHZLOO´+HUHVSRQGHG³2K\HDKWKRVHDOOPDNHVHQVH
6RWHOOPHZK\ZHGRKDYHIUHHZLOO´$QG,VDLG³:HOOWKHUH¶VWKLVUHDVRQEXWLW¶VNLQGRIDOODQ
LOOXVLRQ´[Laughs] But I feel like I do have free wLOOZKLFKLVREYLRXVO\DQLOOXVLRQEXW,DOVRGRQ¶W± 
it might be a deep part of the programming, but how else do you explain life choices? 
 
,GLGDUHDOO\LQWHUHVWLQJJHQHWLFWHVWFDOOHGDQG0H<RXFDQ¶WGRLWLQWKLVFRXQWU\EXW,GLGLW
when I was in the States. You spit into a test tube for 15 minutes ± EXEEOHVGRQ¶WFRXQW\RX¶YHJRWWR
fill it up to the line ± and then you send it off to a lab for testing. They give you pages and pages and 
SDJHVRIUHVXOWV,¶PSHUFHQW1HDQGHUWKDOZKLFKLVIUHDNLQJUDGIRXUSHUFHQW(DVW$VLDQZKLFK
must be Malay, 90-odd percent European, and 0.5 percent African. It also tells you your disease 
pURILOH,¶PDWDVOLJKWO\ORZHUFKDQFHRIJHWWLQJEUHDVWFDQFHUWKHQRUPLVHLJKWSHUFHQWDQG,¶PVL[
SHUFHQW,¶PPRUHOLNHO\WREHDKHURLQDGGLFWLI,VPRNH,¶PPRUHOLNHO\WREHDKHDYLHUVPRNHU$QG
WKHQWKHUHDUHRWKHUWUDLWV,¶PYHU\OXFN\WRKDYHEOXHH\HV,¶PSHUFHQWOLNHO\WRKDYHEORQGHKDLU
VRPLQHLVQ¶WHQWLUHO\EORQGH 
 
They also then linked the studies, and there was one which said that you are genetically more likely to 
UHSHDWWKHVDPHPLVWDNHV$QG,VDLG³:KDW"1R´,WZDVEDVHG on a sample study of about 24 
SHRSOHZKLFKLVQRWDJRRGVWXG\$JRRGVWXG\LV6R,WKRXJKW³6FUHZWKDWWKDW¶VQRWIUHH
ZLOODQG,¶PQRWJRLQJWRPDNHWKHVDPHPLVWDNHVDJDLQ´ 
 
CES: Break the cycle! 
 
LB: Exactly. 
 
CES: We were talking about labels earlier, such as feminism. With regard to science fiction, some 
KDYHVKLIWHGDZD\IURPWKLVODEHODQGSUHIHUUHGWRJRZLWK0DUJDUHW$WZRRG¶V³VSHFXODWLYHILFWLRQ´
since science fiction is seen as googly-eyed green men.  
 
/%$OWKRXJK,WKLQNVKH¶VVince come around on that.  
 
CES: Yes, but the label has stuck. Yet when I encounter articles about you ± whether academic or 
journalistic ± WKHWHUP³VFLHQFHILFWLRQ´LVXVHG 
 
/%7KDW¶VEHFDXVH,ZRQDPDMRUVFLHQFHILFWLRQDZDUGVRLWZLOOGHILQHPHIRrever ± even though I 
won a major literary award and a major horror award and a major mystery award since then. Then 
SHRSOHDVNPHZK\P\VWXIILVQ¶WWKDW³VFLHQFH-fiction-\´RUVD\Zoo City was actually urban fantasy, 
DQGKRZGDUHLWZLQWKHDZDUG,¶PVo tired of that.  
 
CES: What do you think of the distinction between hard science fiction and soft science fiction? 
 
/%,GRQ¶WFDUH,ZULWHZKDW,OLNH± very Steve Biko of me, I know. People can tell me what they are 
afterwards. People have told me Broken monsters is horror, and I can see how they could see that, but 
,UHDOO\GRQ¶WFDUH,FDUHLVZKHQJHQUHGHILQLWLRQVOLPLWP\UHDGHUV,¶YHKDGDWOHDVWSHRSOHVD\WR
PH³,¶PVRSURXGRI\RXZLWK\RXUVXFFHVVHVLW¶VVRDPD]LQJEXW,¶PQHYHUJRLQJ to read your book 
EHFDXVH,GRQ¶WUHDGVFL-IL´,W¶VQRWOLNHWKDW 
 
The problem is that it is the label, and I understand what Margaret Atwood was trying to do, which 
ZDVWRWU\DQGEURDGHQUHDGHUVKLS7KDW¶VZKDW\RXZDQWDVDZULWHU\RXZDQWUHDGHUV The fact that 
The shining girls GLGVRZHOOLVEHFDXVHLW¶VFULPH&ULPHILFWLRQLVWKHELJJHVWPDUNHW,W¶VQRWUHDOO\
FULPHDQG,¶PQRWUHDOO\DFULPHZULWHU± ,¶PD³ZKDWHYHU´ZULWHU 
 
0\)UHQFKSXEOLFLVWRQFHWHDVHGPHEHFDXVH,XVHWKHZRUG³NLQGD´ DORW$QGVKHVDLG³<HDKWKDWLV
H[DFWO\\RXUERRNV7KH\¶UHkinda´ 
 
People think of science fiction as Dune, but if you point out to them that Kurt Vonnegut is science 
ILFWLRQ«,ZDVOXFN\,JUHZXSZLWKP\GDGUHDGLQJTXLWHKHDY\VFLHQFHILFWLRn. So he introduced 
me to Philip K. Dick and Ursula le Guin (although I never actually read her) and Larry Niven and all 
WKHVHUHDOO\LQWHUHVWLQJERRNV%XWSHRSOHGRQ¶WVHHLWWKDWZD\+DUXNL0XUDNDPL¶VVWXIIDQG'DYLG
Mitchell ± all of these people basLFDOO\ZULWHVFLHQFHILFWLRQEXWZHFDQ¶WFDOOLWWKDWEHFDXVHVFLHQFH
fiction is for losers and nerds, and has googly-H\HGVSDFHPHQ0HDQZKLOHZH¶UHFRPSOHWHO\WROHUDQW
of it in other pop culture. People think Interstellar is amazing, and Superhero is amazing, but God 
forbid you should write a novel like that.  
 
,WKLQNLW¶VUHGXFWLYHDQG,WKLQNLWOLPLWVWKHDXGLHQFHVR,WU\WRDYRLGODEHOVDVPXFKDVSRVVLEOH
because I want to have the broadest possible audience. I do think my work operates on a level where it 
FDQEHUHDGE\DQ\RQH,GRQ¶WZDQWWREHOLPLWHG,GRQ¶WZDQWSHRSOHWRWHOOPHZKDW,DP(VSHFLDOO\
DVDZRPDQ\RXDUHWROGZKDW\RXVKRXOGEHDOOWKHWLPH0HQJHWLWDVZHOODQGWKDW¶VZKHUHDORWRI
broken masculinity comes from.  
 
I WKLQNVRPHZRUGVDUHRYHUXVHGDQGLPPHGLDWHO\VWRSWKHGHEDWHWKH\¶UHOLNHVOHGJHKDPPHUVOLNH
³WR[LFPDVFXOLQLW\´RU³WKHSDWULDUFK\´6R,WU\QRWWRXVHWKRVHZRUGVEHFDXVHSHRSOHDUH
LPPHGLDWHO\WXUQHGRIIWKHVDPHZD\SHRSOHDUHWXUQHGRIIE\³VFLHQFHILFWLRQ´<RXFDQVWLOOWDON
DERXWWKRVHLVVXHVEXW\RXFDQXVHPRUHQHXWUDOZRUGVZKLFKVWLOOPHDQWKHVDPHWKLQJEXWGRQ¶W
PDNHSHRSOHJOD]HRYHU,W¶VUHDOO\LPSRUWDQWWREHDEOHWRGRWKDWWRPDNHLGHDVPRUHDFFHVVLEOH 
 
CES: Which is what being a writer is about, I suppose: finding new ways of ± 
 
LB: Conveying the same idea, and sneaking around people. Using their words to get past their 
defences. 
 
